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vast estates, he would supply them with a fresh ground of
complaint. The death of Paul I. had shown the danger to
which an Emperor of Eussia exposed himself by taking such
a step, and Alexander had all the more reason to fear, that
he saw about him the same officers who had been about his
father, among them Benningsen, his chief of staff.

Napoleon, when threatening Alexander with war if he-
did not accede to his wishes, hardly took into account the-
difficulties of his position. However, when he learnt the
reverses which he had undergone in Spain and Portugal, he
seemed to hesitate about engaging in a war of which the-
result seemed very uncertain. General Bertrand told me
how Napoleon often repeated at St. Helena that at first his-
only idea was to frighten the Emperor Alexander into carry-
ing out the treaty. c We were/ he would say, c like two
equally good fencers, who seem ready to try conclusions, but
neither one nor the other quite liking it. They advance by
small steps, threatening with eye and with blade, each
hoping that fear of crossing swords will make his enemy
give way.'

But the Emperor's comparison was not exact; for one of
the fencers had behind him a bottomless abyss ready to en-
gulf him if he took a step backwards 5 and thus placed
between an ignominious death and the necessity of fighting
with some chance of success, he was bound to take the latter
course. Such was the situation of Alexander, made still
worse by the intrigues of the Englishman, Wilson, with
General Benningsen and the officers of his staff.

Still Napoleon hesitated, and seemed willing to listen to-
the prudent counsels of Caulaincourt, formerly ambassador
at St. Petersburg, He questioned French officers who had
lived in Eussia, and knew the country and its resources.
Among them was Lieutenant-Colonel de Ponthon, one of the-
engineer officers whom Napoleon had, at Alexander's re-
quest, authorized, and even asked, to enter the Eussian
service after the Peace of Tilsit. He was an able and very
modest man, and did not give his opinion until the Emperor-
questioned him; then, like an honourable man devoted to-d now              |
